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This morning we continue our sermon series on the decades.  We have built up in the 60’s, got 
creative in the 70’s and served in the 80’s.  Now we turn to the 1990’s and the new millennium. 

The 1990’s were the decade of boy bands with New Kids on the Block, Boyz II Men and the 
Backstreet Boys.  On the women’s side there was TLC, the Spice Girls and Destiny’s Child with 
its most memorable singer named Beyonce.  A new style of music emerged from the Seattle 
music scene called grunge rock featuring bands like Nirvana and Pearl Jam.  In 1994 we were 
introduced to the worldwide phenomenon called “The Macarena” which became a popular dance 
craze at any large gathering. 

The average cost of a movie ticket was $4.25 in 1990 which got you inside to watch Forest 
Gump, the Lion King, Jurassic Park, Saving Private Ryan or the slapstick hilarity of Robin 
Williams in Mrs. Doubtfire. 

In 1997 the world was introduced to an author whose lead character would become a household 
name.  The author was J.K. Rowling and the book was “Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s 
Stone.”  Later books released in this series would be welcomed by folks camping outside their 
bookstores awaiting the stroke of midnight when they could purchase the latest installment. 

Light up sneakers became a popular fad in the 90’s.  By the end of the decade a new form of 
tennis shoes called heelys which featured wheels allowing the person to appear to be skating.  
Slap bracelets were the “must have” accessory for youth.   

In 1973 Motorola introduced the first handheld mobile phone.  It weighed more than 4 pounds.  
This new technology would gain momentum in the 1990’s as cellular phones became lighter and 
more common.  By the early 2000’s, 3G technology made mobile phones accessible to the 
broader population and became a common part of our lives.  Children growing up today have 
never known a time when cell phones were not available, when you couldn’t text someone and 
cannot imagine a time without emojis. 

Online dating came into prominence with the advent of match.com in 1993 and eharmony in 
2000 revolutionizing the dating scene. 



By the 1990’s cars were no longer equipped with 8 track tape players or cassette players, but the 
hot item was built in DVD players to entertain the children for long trips. 

In 1995 we were glued to the television set for the O.J. Simpson murder trial which made 
household names out of Robert Kardashian, Johnnie Cochran, Marcia Clark, Judge Lance Ito and 
Kato Kaelin.  There were national tragedies like the Oklahoma City bombing which killed 168 
people and injured 680 more.  A powerful photograph of firefighter Chris Fields emerging from 
the debris holding the dying infant Baylee Almon won the Pulitzer Prize for Spot News 
photography and summed up the grief of that moment. 

We left the decade with celebrations commemorating the beginning of a new millennia.  Prior to 
the new year, there were fears about Y2K and the computer glitches that might occur.  Due to the 
good work of programmers, these fears never materialized and we were able to celebrate the 
arrival of 2000 in peace. 

For brevity sake, there are many other prominent events that would mark these years, but none so 
memorable as what we have come to abbreviate as 9-11.  On that Tuesday morning nearly 3000 
people were killed in a terrorist attack on the World Trade Center buildings and the Pentagon.  
More than 6000 others were injured.  We will long remember the heroic deeds of rescue workers, 
police officers and firefighters who rushed into danger to rescue others.  Many of them were 
among the casualties.   

One of the things I remember most about that day was a heavy somberness that enveloped all 
activities and conversations.  At lunch folks were glued to the television sets watching the news 
unfold, seeking some explanation.  At some point that day, I stepped away from the news reports.  
What I needed more than anything was to be with others, to share that grief, to know that others 
were just as confused and uncertain and afraid and worried.  On the spur of the moment, we 
announced that the church would be open for a service of prayer.  Word of mouth spread quickly.  
Within a few hours, the church was packed with other folks who just needed a place to pray, a 
place to find some solid footing once again, a place to be with others.   

It reminded me of an old Anglo Saxon word from the Middle Ages.  It is spelled scop, but 
pronounced “shop”.  At the end of the day, the people would return to the main lodge or town 
square.  They would reflect upon the events of the day.  They might have had battles with nearby 
cities.  It might have been a good day or bad day hunting.  They might be eating well or eating 
rations.  When everyone was gathered around, the scop was the storyteller who would retell the 
events of the day, often in poetic form.  The scop would comfort the people, assure them that 
they were going to be ok.  They might single out specific events of the day and remind them of 
heroic acts, meaningful or inspiring things that had happened.  The scop brought the community 
together and helped them heal. 



The night of 9-11 we gathered because we needed a scop.  We needed to tell our story, to be 
together and to find hope and comfort together.  We gathered to try to make sense of something 
that made no sense at all.  The human contact and relationships were important. 

During the 1990’s and into the new millennium there were some very important ministries 
guiding this congregation.  One was the establishment of a ministry with young families.  It’s 
origins date back to 1980 with a growing concern for a safe place for children.  We began a 
Parent’s Morning Out, a cooperative ministry that operated one day per week.  The parents took 
turns helping and teaching.  This program would continue to expand.  By the late 80’s we added 
the Learning Tree Preschool as a way of meeting the educational needs of young children.   

The Learning Tree Preschool as we know it today, came out of a recognized need within our 
community.  We didn’t establish it to bring people into the church, although some have chosen to 
do this.  We didn’t do it because we wanted to make money.  The Preschool, although directly 
linked as a ministry of this church, is a separate financial entity.  We created this ministry as an 
expression of the values of this church…a desire for the safety and well-being of the children, a 
place where parents and families can interact with one another, an opportunity for children to 
learn and grow in a positive, healthy atmosphere. 

Also during the 1990’s we established the Good Shepherd Sunday School class for young 
children.  For those who may not be aware, the Good Shepherd class is a year-long class that 
tells the familiar Bible stories of the Old and New Testament in creative ways.  They use wooden 
figures, moving them as they tell the story.  The children can interact in ways that make them 
participants in the stories.  It is a great way to share Bible stories. 

One of the things that I was most impressed with when I first arrived was the level of biblical 
literacy of the children.  When we ask questions during the children’s sermons, the kids know 
their stories.  They have been immersed in these important stories of faith.  And they have 
retained them.  This is no accident.  Classes like the Good Shepherd and confirmation and 
Sunday School and youth group have imparted great wisdom that will always remain with these 
kids. 

I have also been pleased by the opportunity for the children to pray at the end of the children’s 
sermons.  In his book, “Brother to a Dragonfly,” Will Campbell speaks about growing up in a 
small community.  He notes that one of the first things a new pastor had to learn was who was 
comfortable praying in public and who was not.  It would cause great embarrassment to both 
pastor and parishioner if you made the mistake of asking someone to give a prayer in front of a 
group or meeting only to discover they were not comfortable doing so.  One of his uncles who 
didn’t like to pray in front of others, when asked, would simply say, “I beg to be excused.” 

It is my feeling that by asking the children if one of them would like to pray, what we are doing 
is creating a culture in which prayer is comfortable both for the children and for us all.  Prayer is 
a simple conversation with God and is something that our children are model week after week. 



But learning wasn’t limited to the children among us.  The 1990’s and into the millennium were 
a time of increased study.  First UMC offered Disciple Bible study classes as a means of helping 
everyone gain in knowledge of the Bible.  We encouraged people to participate in opportunities 
for spiritual growth and formed small groups to sustain that learning.  It is the reminder that we 
are always learning.  This fits with John Wesley’s original model of spiritual growth which 
invited people to consider the powerful question, “How is it with your soul?”  Just as the 
emotional and intellectual lives need that continual learning and growth, so too does our spiritual 
life.  First UMC has placed a high priority on lifelong spiritual learning and encouraged one 
another in constant growth. 

Lifelong learning…from infancy and preschool to adulthood and maturity are one of the vital 
parts of our history during this time period.  But there is another important issue we need to 
address.  It is, to use the old image, the elephant in the room.  So, let’s not ignore that painful and 
difficult part of our history.  Let’s talk about it. 

In the early years of the new millennium, there was a split within our church.  A significant 
number of members left this church to create a new one.  It was a difficult time.  Such events are 
always filled with loss and grief, anger and remorse.  I have heard all of those feelings from 
different folks.  It was a huge loss because the church becomes a family and these were family 
members leaving.  They were people you loved, people who loved you, people you cared about.  
There is no need to rehash the details of that split.  I want to focus on is what happened 
afterwards.  It may have taken years to reach this point, but I want to share what I have seen and 
heard. 

Over and over again, I have heard people speak kindly of those who left.  Not that you were 
happy to see them leave.  I suspect that you came to First UMC and saw the empty pew where 
someone you cared about used to sit and you were met by sadness and loneliness.  But you 
responded to the loss not with hatred or animosity, but with Christian kindness.  Their departure 
impacted this congregation in many ways, but you met that loss with a maturity that was born out 
of your deep faith. 

In my first congregation, there was a woman whose out of town grandchildren were visiting on a 
Sunday morning.  On the way to church, she promised the kids that they could light the candles 
before the service started.  But when she got to church she found out that someone else had been 
designated to light the candles.  Had I known about this, I would have suggested some 
compromises…perhaps one could acolyte to begin the service and another to conclude the 
service.  There were some ways we might have addressed this situation in a positive way.  Pansy, 
however, got mad, walked out of the church and vowed never to return. 

When I found out what had happened, I tried to call her but she wouldn’t receive my phone calls.  
I spoke with her sister, who was an active member of the church and she very casually explained 
that this was not the first time Pansy had left the church.  I asked if she had any suggestions 



about how to respond.  I suspect that this was not a new event for Norma and that Pansy was 
probably used to walking out whenever she didn’t get her way.  Norma simply said, “Let her go.”  
In a small church, I was anxious about losing any members, but I took Norma’s advice. 

But then I got to thinking about the nature of a small town.  There was no way I was not going to 
run into Pansy at some point.  I needed to be prepared for that eventuality.  And it did happen. 

We were in the grocery store when I noticed Pansy.  She ducked down an aisle and I took a deep 
breath.  I continued my shopping watching down each aisle prepared to find her.  After several 
moments it occurred to me that she might be trying to avoid me.  So, now it became a game of 
hide and seek and I was determined to see her.  And it happened.  When we met, we were both 
cordial to one another.  I asked how she was doing and about her family.  She asked about the 
church.  I ended by saying that I missed her and was glad to see her that day, which I truly meant.  
And then we parted. 

Pansy never returned to the church.  But the point I wish to make is that in any town, of any size, 
be it Paris, Indiana or Paris France, you cannot avoid one another.  And we must be prepared for 
the likelihood that whether by accident or by God’s design, at some point we will run into one 
another.  That was always going to be the case for the people who left this church.  They might 
end the relationship on Sunday morning, but you will always run into them at the grocery store, 
at the Philharmonic, at sporting events, at the county fair.  Perhaps this is why Jesus stressed 
forgiveness.  Not only for the sake of the other person, but for our own sake, we have to learn 
how to let go of the anger and animosity. 

And that is the point I want to make with regards to that painful split this church encountered.  Its 
effects still come up sometimes in meetings and other places.  That is normal.  As with any loss 
or grief, the wound remains and we always remember how difficult that time was.  But what 
changes is the ability to move beyond that brokenness.  I have heard you talk about that time, 
about the difficulty of moving forward, but through it all I don’t recall ever hearing anyone speak 
harshly of the folks who left.  You have treated them with respect and dignity.   

That only comes through emotional and spiritual maturity.  On many occasions I have heard 
folks speak about Post traumatic stress disorder, but I recently heard a parallel term I have never 
heard before.  Post traumatic growth.  The principal is the same.  It is the response to any 
traumatic event.  But, instead of that event becoming debilitating, we treat it as an opportunity 
for growth.  It isn’t growth that we sought or wanted, but it is the desire to make positive out of a 
terrible event. 

In ways that we might never have wished for, this church faced a traumatic time and responded 
with faith and maturity.  I suspect there were times you didn’t want to do that, but you have 
practiced forgiveness, offered kindness, responded in faithful ways.  That is that lifelong learning 
in worship, Sunday school, Bible studies, confirmation and Good Shepherd.  The Christian faith 



is not one of theoretical statements of faith, but practical living.  We don’t just talk about 
forgiveness, we practice it.  We don’t just talk about loving one another, we are called to live it.   

It is what the book of 1Peter wrote about.  It begins with the instructions to rid oneself of malice 
and insincerity and negativity.  To envision our spiritual selves as newborn infants.  The progress 
is not as easy to measure as the physical growth, but day by day we learn, we reflect, we pray, we 
listen.  And that little seed of faith grows within us to become something great.  The reading 
culminates in the wonderful verse that says, “You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy 
nation, God’s own people in order that you might proclaim the mighty acts of him who called 
you out of the darkness into his marvelous light.”  We are God’s people.  We are imperfect.  But 
we are constantly learning and growing and becoming more than what we were.  This is our 
story, this is where we have been.  It is a story of remarkable and enduring faith.  For the joys 
and celebrations, let us give thanks.  For the struggles and the faith which has met these 
challenges, we are stronger.  For God’s love that guides us into the future, we are grateful.


